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MAJOR EXHIBITION EXAMINING THE SPIRIT OF SURREALISM AT THE CLEVELAND MUSEUM OF ART 
OCTOBER 3 THROUGH NOVEMBER 25, 1979 

The background, development, and influence of what has come to be 
recognized as one of the two major traditions of early 20th-century art is 
examined in the exhibition The Spirit of Surrealism , on view at The Cleveland 
Museum of Art from October 3 through November 25, 1979. The exhibition 
is accompanied by a 228 page book authored by the show's organizer, 

Edward B. Henning, Chief Curator of Modern Art at The Cleveland Museum of Art. 
Rather than produce one more "comprehensive" exhibition and catalog of the 
surrealist movement, Mr. Henning has chosen to examine the profound and 
intelligent surrealist theory put forth a half century ago by Andr§ Breton 
and to define the spirit of surrealism as manifested in the visual arts --a 
spirit that combined with surrealism's conflicting contemporary movement, 
cubism, to give birth to American abstract expressionism and deeply influence 
the art of the later half of this century. 

Mr. Henning demonstrates that the major aim of surrealism, as defined 
by Andr6 Breton, and the techniques it developed could and did lead to the 
creation of works of art which were formally structured and aesthetically 
valuable. Furthermore, he shows that surrealism affected many artists who 
did not consider themselves part of the surrealist movement, artists such as 
Paul Klee, Pablo Picasso, and Robert Motherwell. A section of the book is 
devoted to surrealism and its relationship to the Abstract Expressionists or 


New York School artists . 


2-spirit of surrealism 


Aspects of surrealism treated in the exhibition and book include its 
Freudian basis, the involvement of surrealists with Marxism, its essentially 
literary nature, and its philosophical background. 

For surrealists the overriding concern of the creative act was to combine 
the objective and subjective experience of reality into one all-encompassing 
view transcending the logical and analytical. The French word surrgalisme 
translates literally as above reality, and this reach for what lies beyond 
the real is the essence of surrealism. Although surrealism has come to be 
most closely associated with the visual arts, it was not primarily an art 
movement. It began as an approach toward life, a philosophy rejecting the 
rational, analytic attempts of man to define reality. The antecedents of this 
philosophy are shown to reach back to the beginning of the 19th-century and 
Immanuel Kant through a line of German philosophers that includes Nietzsche, 
Marx, Feuerbach, and Hegel. 

The first major revelations of the surrealist approach appear in the prose 
and poetry of a handful of French writers during the second half of the 19th- 
century. Le Comte de Lautrkamont , Arthur Rimbaud, and Alfred Jarry are now 
seen as three major precursors of the philosophical, literary, and artistic 
movement that was to flower under the leadership of Andr£ Breton in the 
1920s and T 30s. Andre Breton had been one of the leading dadaists, but broke 
with that movement in 1922 when he rejected dada f s destructive attitude. He 
called for a more positive approach and two years later wrote the Surrealist 
Manifesto, in which he based his philosophy on Sigmund Freud's psychoanalytical 
theories. He wrote, "I believe in the future resolution of these two states, 
dream and reality, which are seemingly so contradictory, into a kind of absolute 
reality, a surrealitg. . 

Over the years Andr6 Breton and his literary coterie were joined by 
painters and sculptors, forming the artistic movement that we know as surrealism. 


3-spirit of surrealism 


They proposed that illogically related images, such as those occuring in 
dreams provide greater insight into the nature of "reality" than rationally 
organized concepts . 

Sigmund Freud's primary method for aiding his patients in discovering 
the reasons behind their problems was the recall of dreams and the analysis 
of them by means of free association. The surrealists adapted these methods 
for exploring the unconscious as both a new source of poetic imagery and a 
means of exposing the rigorous moral demands made by Western, bourgeois society 
on its members. They offered surrealism as midwife to a new society, free of the 
restrictions its predecessors had placed upon the human spirit. 

Edward B. Henning, in his introduction to The Spirit of Surrealism , defines 
that spirit as " . . .an attitude toward life and the world that can be manifested 
in any of man's actions. It is seen as a life-embracing force, a love of what 
is natural and a hatred of unnecessary restrictions on man's free and ebullient 
spirit. It stands for poetry, love, and humor in life and against cold logic 
and objectivity. Above all it insists on the unity of perceptions of the 
external world and experiences of the inner world." 

The work of more than twenty artists is included in the exhibition. 

Prominently represented are Giorgio de Chirico, Max Ernst, Arshile Gorky, Joan 
Mir6, and Pablo Picasso. The exhibition is assisted by grants from the National 
Endowment for the Arts and the Ohio Arts Council and is free and open to the public. 
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